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THE ROLE OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION 
AGENCY 
William D. Ruckelskaus· 
Americans are developing an ecological consciousness, but it re-
mains a simple truth that as a society we know very little about 
what we are doing to our environment. 
We know very little about who is putting what where. 
We know very little about the additive and synergistic effects of 
diverse contaminants in our environment. 
We know very little about what we are doing to human health, to 
the climate, and to all the flora and fauna of our beleaguered planet. 
As we struggle to gain new knowledge about our physical envi-
ronment to help us fit the pieces together, we also must act to solve 
present, demanding environmental problems which threaten our civ-
ilization. 
It is the primary mission of the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), established December 2 of last year, simultaneously to con-
solidate, evaluate, and improve the knowledge we now have while 
applying the many techniques for environmental restoration that 
already exist. In short, we must at the same time attend to what is 
I 
urgent while doing our best to foresee and respond to what is ahead. 
There is, of course, a technology gap in some areas of pollution 
control. We have not yet discovered the ultimate devices for the 
control of every pollutant. But we must begin to apply controls in 
any way possible to minimize pollution, and eventually abate it com-
pletely. 
On this point, EPA is working toward achievement of what has 
been called "technology assessment" or ''technology forecasting." 
Obviously, we cannot apply technological innovations to solve im-
• Former Administrator, Environmental Protection Agency. This article originally appeared 
in Volume 1, Number 3. 
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mediate problems in utter ignorance of the second and third-order 
effects of our actions. 
It is a principle EPA responsibility to consolidate, evaluate, and 
publish the information available which will enable all concerned to 
initiate a more orderly system of making choices. We must do this 
in such a way that we do not stifle initiative or place our scientific 
and technological genius into a strait-jacket. 
EPA's broad mission might be described as defense of the envi-
ronment. The agency was established to make possible an inte-
grated, coordinated attack on pollution, based on a view of the 
environment as it truly is-a single system of interdependent and 
interrelated parts. 
EPA fills the need, moreover, in President Nixon's words, for "a 
strong independent agency" to serve as an objective, impartial ar-
biter of environmental matters, particularly in the standards-setting 
function. 
EPA brings under one organizational roof of the Federal programs 
dealing with air and water pollution, drinking water quality, solid 
wastes, pesticides, and environmental radiation. Authorities in all 
these areas had been vested in a number of other departments. EPA 
also has been assigned specific responsibilities with respect to the 
noise problem. 
Generally, our assignments include establishing and enforcing 
standards, monitoring pollution in the environment, conducting re-
search and demonstrations, and assisting state and local govern-
ments in their pollution-control efforts. 
EPA works closely with two other new environmental control 
agencies-the Council on Environmental Quality and the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration in the Department of Com-
merce. 
The Council on Environmental Quality advises the President and 
coordinates Federal policy and action in the environmental field. The 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration is responsible for 
long-range research on pollution problems of the future, especially 
global trends affecting the oceans and the atmosphere. 
EPA, of course, works with all other federal agencies, as well, on 
matters affecting the environment. 
The restructuring of the Federal effort to clean up our physical 
habitat is designed to implement the national policy defined by the 
National Environmental Policy Act-to encourage "productive and 
enjoyable harmony between man and his environment." 
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I believe that this new organizational structure places our nation 
in a much better position to make orderly and effective progress 
toward understanding and controlling environmental hazards. 
EPA has a number of new instruments to work with and hopes 
soon to have additional instruments. Here are some we have now: 
The requirement of the National Environmental Policy Act that 
all federal agency actions having significant environmental implica-
tions must be subjected to our review is one that is bound to have 
far-reaching importance. 
The President's Executive Order requiring permits under the 1899 
Refuse Act for the dumping of industrial wastes in navigable waters 
gives us an important new mechanism for pollution control-and will 
help us find out, for that matter, what has actually been going into 
our waters. 
The 1970 amendments to the Clean Air Act authorizes EPA to 
promulgate, for the first time, national ambient air quality stan-
dards. Two types of standards are required: primary standards to 
protect the health, and secondary standards to protect the public 
welfare from the other adverse effects of pollution. Standards on 
particulates, sulfur oxides, oxidants, hydrocarbons, carbon monox-
ide, and nitrogen oxides have been promulgated. 
In addition, EPA is setting performance standards which will limit 
emissions from new or modified stationary sources of air pollution. 
Moreover, in the case of any air pollutant which we determine con-
stitutes a serious hazard to health we are establishing emission 
standards which provide an ample margin of safety. Regulation of 
motor vehicle fuels and fuel additives is another new authority. 
EPA is employing its authority to review specific pesticide prob-
lems. Through notices of cancellation, we have instituted the admin-
istrative review process with respect to two related pesticides, aldrin 
and dieldrin, and a third pesticide, mirex. We are continuing can-
cellation proceedings with regard to two other pesticides, DDT and 
2,4,5,-T. 
In this field of solid wastes, EPA has initiated programs to develop 
,and demonstrate several alternative resource recovery systems for 
communities of various sizes. We intend to stimulate an aggressive 
national effort to convert conventional municipal solid waste systems 
into resource recovery projects. 
We have a wide ranging legislative program before Congress. 
Here are proposals in just three important areas which if approved 
by Congress would greatly strengthen our offensive against a de-
graded environment. 
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We have submitted legislation which would give us control over 
the ultimate use of pesticides-a control we do not now possess. The 
legislation is vital to our mission and will permit us to control the 
benefits of pesticides and greatly minimize or eliminate their envi-
ronmental risks. 
Another proposal is the Toxic Substances Control Act which would 
give the EPA Administrator powers to restrict or prohibit the use 
or distribution of a chemical substance if necessary to protect human 
health or the environment. We also would be authorized to prescribe 
standards for tests and the test results which must be met before a 
manufacturer can market a new product. 
The Act would establish as a national policy that new chemical 
substances should be adequately tested. Also, it stipulates that ef-
fective regulation of interstate commerce of chemicals necessitates 
the regulation of transactions in intrastate commerce as well. 
This proposed legislation reflects the growing-and justifiable-
uneasiness of our whole society about our present deficiencies in 
dealing with chemicals in the environment, and a genuine national 
commitment to a new policy of thinking before we act. 
Another legislative proposal would enable EPA to take preven-
tative action, before it is too late, against unregulated dumping into 
oceans, estuaries and the Great Lakes. 
The volume of wastes discharged into ocean waters has increased 
sharply but has not yet reached the danger stage. However, there 
is a strong likelihood of dramatic rise in the level of ocean dumping 
by municipalities and industries in the years immediately ahead. 
In consequence, the Administration has proposed that Congress 
ban unregulated dumping of all materials into oceans, estuaries and 
the Great Lakes. Dumping would be allowed only by permit issued 
by the Administrator of EPA. 
Looking to the future, we are confronted by an awesome list of 
assignments, assignments which must be completed if effective en-
vironmental controls are to be established. There are many actions 
that we as a nation must take. 
We must seek better ways of determining the combined and syn-
ergistic effects of contaminants on human health and welfare. 
We must have improved instrumentation, improved overall envi-
ronmental monitoring and more trained personnel. 
We must begin to anticipate disposal problems; we must learn to 
apply a systems approach to the production process, so that we 
create less waste in the first place. 
1992] 20TH ANNIVERSARY 729 
We must explore the practicability of making goods more durable. 
Obviously a longer useful life for major appliances, including auto-
mobiles, would conserve resources and reduce the solid waste and 
pollution load. 
We must give more attention to the original design of products 
and appliances of all kinds to insure that eventual salvage and reuse 
will be economically attractive. 
We must begin to seek in earnest answers to the most critical of 
what are euphemistically termed "long-range" environmental ques-
tions. We are still playing guessing games with matters that actually 
may determine the fate of the planet. For instance, some scientists 
believe that increased carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere will 
hasten the melting of the polar ice caps and raise the levels of the 
oceans. Others speculate that on the contrary, atmospheric pollution 
will usher in a new Ice Age. Neither of the prospects has much 
appeal, and I do not think we should wait passively on the sidelines, 
fascinated by the question of which form doom will take. Opinions 
differ too about the effects of pollution and other environmental 
modifications on temperature trends, climate, the levels of our seas, 
photosynthesis, and the distribution of marine life, to name but a 
few. 
Certainly, we must give more attention to the resolution of such 
formidable problems which affect each one of us. 
But first there is something else we must do. It is time for every 
member of our society to participate in the development of a new 
environmental ethic, underpinning our hopes and dreams for a 
cleaner world. 
We must no longer ask ourselves whether pollution control is 
worth it, whether we might be doing more than our share, whether 
our business competitors might be getting by with murder while we 
are limited to mayhem. 
There is no excuse for the delay and dalliance which have brought 
us to our current crisis. An environmental ethic is needed. 
Each of us must begin to realize our own relationship to the 
environment. Each of us must begin to measure the impact of our 
own decisions and actions on the quality of air, water and soil of this 
nation. 
Actually, people are not without power. Everyone-the scientist, 
industrialist, student, housewife-can make a contribution to envi-
ronmental sanity, to environmental improvement. They can do this 
individually by their own actions and, collectively as well, by raising 
their voices in favor of a clean environment. 
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And I believe it is an obligation of EPA to help find ways to 
influence the course of environmental change in their states, cities, 
counties, and towns. 
This we are doing because a viable ecological balance for mankind 
on this earth can be achieved only by mobilizing all branches of 
society, all industry-and all the people. 
